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stolen goods. The concentration of trade in recognized
centres was also encouraged by the state because it facilitated
the collection of tolls. Lastly, in contrast with the towns
which were reluctant to extend their privileges to outsiders,
full freedom was accorded indifferently at fairs and markets
to native and alien, to burgess and stranger; and it was this
policy of free trade and the open door which attracted
merchants and afforded scope for the unrestricted play of
economic forces. Owing to these various influences England
was covered with a network of periodical marts, among
which several enjoyed an international repute. The fair of
St. Giles at Winchester is mentioned in Piers Plowman.
Bartholomew fair, established in London, acquired import-
ance as the chief cloth fair. Most renowned of all was Stour-
bridge fair near Cambridge: as late as the eighteenth
century Defoe claimed that it was 'not only the greatest in
the whole nation but in the world/
We are fortunately not without materials for an attempt
to reconstruct a picture of the life of a mediaeval fair.
According to the classical doctrine a fair could only be set
up in virtue of a royal grant or by prescription 'from a
time whereof there is no memory.5 It was often in the hands
of private individuals, though the most frequent recipient
of the privilege was the Church. While the fair lasted the
owner was given the custody of the town where it was held,
and he administered municipal affairs in place of the
governing body which for the time being was superseded.
Thus at York the bailiffs of the archbishop came upon the
bridge, and there the rulers of the city delivered up their
staves as the symbol of their authority; during the inter-
regnum the former kept the peace, collected tolls and took
all other profits "as the city bailiffs do at other times.' The
fair was opened by proclamation, which commenced with
an injunction to 'keep the peace' of the king. It laid down
that ctrue' weights and measures must be used; that all food
must be 'good and wholesome for man's body;' that the
Sabbath day must not be broken by buying and selling nor
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